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A Review Essay on The Master Weavers
richard flint

•

Beauty All Around

S

eldom does any book, let alone a self-published group biography and
genealogy, have the combined aesthetic, emotional, and intellectual impact
of The Master Weavers. It is a spectacular blend of exquisite Navajo weaving art and personal histories of the weavers who established and elaborated the
stunning Toadlena-Two Grey Hills style.
Enthralled first by the intricate geometry, consummate craftsmanship, and
rich, natural-wool palette of the weavings themselves, dealer and collector Mark
Winter became obsessed with coming to know the creators of Toadlena-Two
Grey Hills tapestries and how they had each come by their skills. In 1997, in
order to pursue this passion, he acquired the lease to the Toadlena Trading Post,
which had been in operation since 1909. In conjunction with running the post
and marketing roughly four hundred locally woven tapestries and rugs per year,
Winter has become deeply acquainted with the weavers and their families. They
have shared documents, photos, and family lore. After thousands of interviews
and more than twenty years, their story, The Master Weavers, is the result.
Mark Winter, The Master Weavers: Celebrating One Hundred Years of Navajo Textile Artists
from the Toadlena/Two Grey Hills Weaving Region (Newcomb, N.Mex.: The Historic Toadlena
Trading Post, 2011. 598 pp. 691 color plates, 185 halftones, maps, 28 charts, closing notes, master
weavers prizewinners, and index. $125.00 cloth, isbn 978-0-9825094-6-3). Richard Flint is a historian of colonial Latin America and U.S. western history. He is a graduate of St. John’s College
in Santa Fe, holds an MA from New Mexico Highlands University, and earned a PhD in history
at the University of New Mexico. For more than thirty years, his principal topic of research has
been the Coronado Expedition of 1539–1542. His most recent books are No Settlement, No Conquest: A History of the Coronado Entrada (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2008)
and The Latest Word from 1540: People, Places, and Portrayals of the Coronado Expedition, edited
with Shirley Cushing Flint (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2011).
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The starkly beautiful Toadlena-Two Grey Hills region lies in extreme western New Mexico on the eastern flanks of the Chuska Mountains, roughly fifty
miles north of Gallup and forty miles south of Shiprock. The two trading posts
sit just four miles apart, with Toadlena slightly younger and more westerly, on
the very skirts of the mountains. Its name, anglicized from the Navajo “Tohaali,”
refers to reliable, flowing springs nearby, which make human life there possible.
Such springs, and the grasses and browse of the area, also permit the raising of
sheep and the production of wool.
Even though sales of Navajo-made woolen textiles are recorded as early as
the 1820s, it was not until the 1880s, with the coming of railroads to the Southwest, that Navajos began producing commercial textiles in significant numbers.
As eastern markets sought increasing numbers of Navajo wool rugs, collaboration between non-Indian traders and Navajo weavers developed recognizable
local styles. It was in the 1920s and 1930s, however, that weavers established the
designs so typical of today’s Toadlena-Two Grey Hills weavings.
Winter gives special credit for maturation of a Toadlena-Two Grey Hills style
to two “legendary master weavers,” Daisy Taugelchee and Bessie Manygoats,
both born between 1905 and 1912. As Winter writes, “Daisy defined the essence
of the Toadlena-Two Grey Hills style in the 1930s and 1940s and set the standard
for the next seventy-five years;” she “created the finest and most highly sought
after textiles in the history of Navajo weaving” (p. 80). Daisy’s cousin by marriage, Bessie, possessed “technical skills at the loom and sophisticated design
sensibility [that] contributed to establishing and perfecting the essence of the
Toadlena/Two Grey Hills style” (p. 111). Winter has painstakingly accumulated
information that has contributed to family biographies of these two crucially
influential weavers.
Likewise, biographies, complex genealogical charts, and gorgeous color photos of attributed examples of the work of nearly one hundred Toadlena-Two
Grey Hills weavers are the centerpiece of The Master Weavers. Detailed descriptions of the lives of Navajo weaving families from the last hundred years and the
stunning textiles depicting a snowflake-like variety enrich virtually every page
of this book.
Winter did not embark upon a comprehensive catalog of the weavers’
work and the compilation of biographical data about them as an idle exercise.
Instead, his intense hope was to comprehend the evolution of Toadlena-Two
Grey Hills artistic styles and sensibilities by revealing the influences—grandmothers, mothers, aunts, sisters, wives, husbands, traders, potsherds, sandpaintings, the Long Walk, boarding schools, stock reduction, health crises,
money emergencies, tribal fairs, museums—and the creative inventions that
have had a bearing on each weaver’s work. The intricate web of documented
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relationships that links the weavers of the region—past and present—is something of a blueprint of the growth and development of an incredible cultural
expression.
Featured in the book are women who are firefighters, school teachers,
chapter officials, trading post employees, but above all they are awe-inspiring
weavers. They weave with yarn so fine it is hardly coarser than thread, creating unique designs that commonly include diamond and double-diamond
patterns in as many as a dozen shades, tones, and colors of natural wool.
I remember once watching Emma Benally, one of the Toadlena-Two Grey
Hills master weavers, at her hooghan, working near the bottom of what was to
become a spectacular double-diamond, four-foot-by-six-foot rug in nine colors—
black, white, gray, tan, brown, and blends of these five—of twenty warp threads
and eighty-eight weft threads to the inch (p. 260). She laid and beat threads over
and over, unerringly elaborating the complex pattern while answering our occasional questions. Paging through The Master Weavers is like being in Emma’s
inspiring presence once more.
As would any honest student of human life and behavior, Winter acknowledges at the end of the book that, “There will always be one more stone to turn
over, one more pearl of wisdom to obtain, one more grandmother to interview,
one more Toadlena-Two Grey Hills textile to examine, or one more question to
be asked” (p. 588). The work is never done, never can be finished, partly because
the style and the weavers who renew and pass it on are always evolving. The
Master Weavers is a glowing example of what passion and good will can accomplish in recording the complexities of a way of life.
As wonderful as that sounds, it must also be noted that The Master Weavers
depicts Navajo lives as seen through the lens of the spectacular pieces of art that
women and their families have created during the last century. Largely absent
are the unemployment, isolation, poverty, crime, substance abuse, and violence
that too often constrain Navajo lives. Such societal woes are regularly the subject of discussion and action by the Navajo Nation Council. Thus, The Master
Weavers gives an idealized picture. But the magnificent textiles are real and the
women and men who create them are even more remarkable for overcoming
the serious obstacles standing in the way of production of their art.
Some scholars who read The Master Weavers may wish for more complete or
more standard citation of the sources used by Winter. But so much of the text
derives from interviews and stories told by the weavers themselves and by their
families that the book as a whole is essentially a primary source document. For
weeks after a copy arrived at our house, I opened the book each night at random
and read the text and studied the photos, engrossed by the art and the artists of
Toadlena-Two Grey Hills.
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The work of months, sometimes even years, their textiles are now widely
considered to represent the pinnacle of Navajo weaving. Through The Master
Weavers we become witnesses to the evolution of an art form in what seems at
first an unlikely setting. As Winter puts it, the textiles represent “the lineage of
the local weaving tradition that has passed from grandmothers to mothers, and
mothers to daughters (and sometimes sons), that continues to this day” (inside
book jacket). For anyone who has been spellbound by Navajo textiles or the virtuoso artists who create them, The Master Weavers is a visual feast and a rare
glimpse behind the looms.
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